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As Private Franklin Thompson crossed over enemy lines as a spy, he was disguised as an African American slave, fooling Confederate guards.  However, Private Thomson wasn’t only fooling the Confederacy, he was fooling the Union because he was a woman.  Private Thompson lasted four years in the army before retuning to his true identity of Sarah Emma Edmonds.  In order to escape her father, Sarah Emma Edmonds assumed the persona of Franklin Thompson, and although started as a book salesman, she joined the Union Army during the Civil War as a male solider and is now a member of the Grand Army of The Republic.


Sarah Emma Edmonds was born in December of 1814 in New Burnswick, Canada on her family’s farm (Lewis).  When Sarah was born, her father wished for a boy because they needed another hand on the farm.  She had four sisters and only one brother, who was no help on the farm because he suffered from epilepsy (Gansler 2).  Sarah’s sisters often refused to do dirty work on the farm, especially her sister Betsy.  Sarah often dressed and acted like a boy in an attempt to please her father, in addition to doing everything she can to prove she was useful. (“Sarah”).

Sarah’s abusive father, Isaac, wanted her to marry a man twice her age only because he wanted another man working on the farm. Sarah refused to marry this man, so she decided to leave Canada and start a new life in the United States (Gansler 10).  Sarah left Canada in 1857.  To avoid being found by her father, she changed her last name from Edmondson to simply, Edmonds (Gansler 12).


Although Sarah already changed her last name to Edmonds, she felt like that wasn’t enough.  In order to separate her self from her family further, and also to secure a job more easily, Sarah took the identity of a man.  She then went by the name Franklin Thompson (Lewis).  Since Sarah spent a majority of her childhood dressing, and acting like a boy, she decided it would be easier for her to live her life as a man (“Sarah”).

Sarah soon found a job in the town of Heartford, Connecticut.  She found a job as a door to door Bible salesman. She planned to stay with this occupation because she was making a decent living for herself (“Sarah”). Sarah met a man named William R. Morse while selling Bibles in Michigan.  Consequently, he was also a book peddler.  Sarah and William became fast friends and found great companionship in each other.  William never knew Sarah’s true identity (Gansler 26).


Sarah enlisted into the Union Amy with friend William.  William was accepted, but Sarah or “Frank” was not accepted.  They told Sarah she was too short, some sources say they called her “too fragile” when she was rejected.  Sarah was living in Flint, Michigan at the time (Larson 23).  After other failed attempts to gain admittance, Sarah successfully enlisted into Company F, Second Michigan Calvary on May 14, 1861 as a male nurse (Lewis).


Being a nurse was Sarah’s first job.  This was a perfect job for her because it was easier for her to hide her identity.  As a nurse, she would avoid being hurt, avoid being checked by a doctor, thus, she would avoid her true identity being revealed (Larson 23).  Her unit was sent to Virginia to be a part of George B. McCellan’s war efforts (Haven 98).  While Sarah’s unit was stationed in Virginia, two events happened that changed her life.  The first was that her close friend was killed in battle.  The second was when a Union spy working for McCellan was caught behind enemy lines and killed, leaving an open position in McCellan’s team (Markle 176). Edmonds volunteered for the open position, as she described in her memoirs:
But was I capable of filling it with honor to myself and advantage of the Federal Government? This was an important question for me to consider ere I proceeded further. I did consider it thoroughly, and made up my mind to accept it with all of its fearful responsibilities. ( Brooks)
She had to be interviewed first.  For her interview, Sarah studied as much as she could.  She studied weapons, tactics, local geography and military personalities (Markle 176).  Sarah completed eleven espionage missions.  She disguised herself as an Irish peddler woman, a Confederate youth, a grieving widow, and a slave named Ned (Larson 22).  When she was disguised as Ned, the African American slave, she stained her hands and face with black walnut hulls sealed by silver nitrate that she made at the hospital she nursed at (Larson 23).  

In addition to acting as a spy it is also noted that Sarah took part in many battles.  Some of these battles include: The Battles of Blackburn’s Ford, Williamsburg, Richmond, Fredericksburg, Antietam, and Farr Oaks (“Sarah”). 

Sadly, Sarah became ill from malaria.  She didn’t want anyone to know she was sick because she was afraid that a doctor might reveal her true identity (Markle 178). She made the decision to desert on April 22 before her identity could be revealed (Haven 98).  She went to Cairo, Illinois for treatment.  When she got better she planned to return to her unit, but when she saw her name on a list of deserters, she changed her mind (Markle 178).  Sarah re-entered the war effort as a female nurse, she remained at that position until the end of the war.  (Larson 23).

Sarah’s work was now over, many of the people she had met would never know of her true identity, however these people respected her.  They recognized her as a hardworking, energetic young soldier, they acknowledged her as a skillful horsemen and an excellent marksman (Larson 24).  When Sarah was known as Franklin Thompson, she fit in as a man, even though she was sometimes teased. A fellow soldier, Doman Stewart, Sarah’s bunk mate said “Men teased Franklin about his small boots and called him ‘our little woman’ since he was smaller and more delicately built than others… said in fun and no one questioned Frank seriously.”(Gansler 126). 


Years later, Sarah was happily married with a family; however it still bugged her that her alias Franklin Thompson was branded as a deserter.  With encouragement from her friends and family, she petitioned the War Department to review her case (Markle 179).  Congress initially wanted to try Sarah as a deserter but House of Representatives member, E.B. Winans of Michigan created bill 5335, which “sought to exonerate Sarah” (Larson 24).

Many of her fellow soldiers came to testify on her behalf (Haven 98).  On July 5, 1884 a special act of Congress granted Emma’s, alias Franklin Thompson, an honorable discharge from the army.  She was also granted a pension of twelve dollar every month, plus a bonus (Markle 179). 


Sarah went on to write a book titled Nurse and Spy in the Union Army.  It sold thousands of copies (Lewis).  All of the profits from the book were donated to war relief funds (Haven 98).


Sarah lived the rest of her life in Le Porte, Texas (Larson 24).  She died on September 5, 1889 (Haven 98).  Now she is buried in the military section of Washington cemetery in Houston, Texas (Markle 179).  Sarah is honored as the only female member of the Grand Army of the Republic.

Sarah Emma Edmonds escaped a terrible life in Canada and found excitement and adventure in America.  She started a new life with a new identity and enlisted in the Union Army, secretly becoming one of the first women to serve in the United States Army.  Sarah proved to the world that women are as useful, as hard working, and especially as intelligent as men in a time where women were being suppressed by a ridiculous belief that men are superior. Sarah proved that she was as strong as a man and as smart as a man.  She fooled the Confederacy as a spy and the Union as a woman.  She had enough courage and ambition to prove to the world and indirectly to her father that she was just as good as a boy.
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